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I
N A relationship, we often
speak of commitment, such
as being committed to our
spouse or partner. Commit-
ment is more than just a
promise. It involves decision and
dedication to do things, in a
sustained manner, to benefit the
relationship.
Commitment requires putting
in resources, such as one’s time,
money and effort. It also requires
striving towards a goal in the face
of obstruction. Giving up at the
first sign of obstacle would imply
a low level of commitment.
We can also be committed in a
relationship with a collective enti-
ty. So we speak of commitment to
an organisation or the country.
Three types of commitment
COMMITMENT is rooted in
motivation – it self-directs, ener-
gises and perseveres. To under-
stand commitment, we need to un-
derstand what motivates the com-
mitment behaviours. Research
shows that commitment has multi-
ple motivations, which produce
different types of commitment.
Whether it is commitment to a
person, an organisation or the
country, studies have identified
three types of commitment: in-
strumental, normative and emo-
tional. These correspond to a moti-
vation based on “need to”, “ought
to” and “want to”.
 Instrumental commitment
This is about continuing in a rela-
tionship and investing resources
in it because one needs to, as a
means to pursue a goal. The deci-
sion to commit is based on weigh-
ing the costs and benefits.
It considers the gains and loss-
es associated with the commit-
ment behaviours such as continu-
ing to stay in an organisation ver-
sus quitting. The considerations
are typically economic or finan-
cial, such as chances of getting a
higher-paying job elsewhere, al-
though they can involve other
self-interests such as one’s career
progression or reputation.
An individual’s instrumental
commitment is high when he per-
ceives that the gains outweigh the
losses, and the commitment in-
creases as the gap increases. Con-
versely, as gains decrease or loss-
es increase, instrumental commit-
ment is reduced. So, instrumental
commitment is a rational motiva-
tion that is essentially goal-direct-
ed and transactional in nature.
 Normative commitment
This is about doing things that
contribute to the person or entity
one is committed to, based on the
idea that one ought to. The focus
is on one’s sense of obligation or
duty as a member of the group (or-
ganisation or country) to which
the commitment is directed.
So a citizen may give his time,
money or effort to support a na-
tional initiative because he deems
it as his obligation or duty as a
citizen to do so. The commitment
behaviour is typically construed
as “the right thing to do”. It car-
ries a sense of moral obligation,
based on beliefs about the norms
of membership.
Normative commitment in-
creases when one identifies him-
self strongly as a member of the
group. People may identify with a
group because it has many things
one can feel proud of. Or they
may identify with a group as they
feel the need to reciprocate after
benefiting much from it.
So a Singaporean may have a
sense of duty to contribute to Sin-
gapore because, as a citizen, he is
proud of Singapore’s economic or
social achievements. Or because
he feels that a large part of his suc-
cess was made possible due to
Singapore’s meritocratic system.
 Emotional commitment
This is about doing positive things
because of an emotional attach-
ment to the person or entity one
feels committed to. Emotional
commitment is about motivation
based on the feeling that one
“wants to” do something, regard-
less of whether or not one needs
to or ought to.
When a person is emotionally
committed to a team, an organisa-
tion or country, he experiences a
strong sense of belonging and
feels like “part of the family”. He
may then feel happy, or sad, at
things that happen to the entity
he is committed to.
Emotional commitment is de-
veloped over time, through a varie-
ty of positive personal experienc-
es. These experiences mostly in-
volve quality social relationships
among fellow members of the
group. They also include trust and
feelings of being valued and treat-
ed fairly and with respect, espe-
cially by those in authority.
In both organisational and
country settings, employee or citi-
zen emotional commitment be-
comes more likely when people
perceive their leaders as trustwor-
thy and fair. This is because cyni-
cism – which prevents emotional
attachment – is less likely to
occur. Also, trust and fairness per-
ceptions provide the climate nec-
essary for social interactions to de-
velop into quality relationships.
Commitment, community
WHAT do all these theories about
commitment have to do with Sin-
gapore, you may ask.
Well, commitment matters be-
cause it shapes how people think,
feel and behave. Studies have
shown that employees with higher
commitment – regardless of the
type of commitment – tend to per-
form better on the job and have
lower intent to quit.
It has also been consistently
shown that employees with high
normative or emotional commit-
ment are more likely to engage in
pro-social behaviours such as
helping co-workers and speaking
up for the organisation.
In commitment to country, citi-
zens with high levels of normative
or emotional commitment are
more likely to support policies
that benefit the nation as a whole,
even if they mean some personal
cost or disadvantage. Their sense
of “ought to” or “want to” also
make them more likely to volun-
teer and support the country in
times of a health, economic, so-
cial or political crisis.
The reverse is true for citizens
whose commitment is dominated
by the “need to” instrumental
commitment. In times of crisis,
the cost-benefit calculation not
only suggests there is no need to
stay to support the country – it
implies one needs to leave for
greener pastures.
As a society, therefore, Singa-
pore needs to strengthen norma-
tive and emotional commitment,
so that citizens are rooted to the
country.
The different types of commit-
ment may also feature in citizen
perceptions of foreigners. Some
Singaporeans feel a sense of anger
or resentment towards foreigners
living here because they believe,
rightly or wrongly, that foreigners
are committed to Singapore only
in an instrumental way and that
their relationship with Singapore
is one based on calculation of
costs and benefits.
Local-foreigner relations may
improve when more Singaporeans
believe that foreigners could have
normative or emotional commit-
ment to Singapore.
Foreigners may volunteer and
give back to the Singapore commu-
nity out of a sense of gratitude
and moral obligation for what
they and their families have bene-
fited from living and working in
Singapore.
And by building social relation-
ships between locals and foreign-
ers through meaningful personal
interactions within a mixed
community, foreigners are likely
to develop personal attachments
and positive experiences that con-
tribute to their emotional commit-
ment to Singapore.
While Singaporeans call Singa-
pore their country and home,
foreigners working and living here
may grow to see Singapore as a
good second home or home-
away-from-home. This sense of
“home-in-community” takes
time to develop but is certainly
achievable.
One way to build this is to cre-
ate opportunities for locals and
foreigners to interact in the same
community where foreigners can
contribute because they feel they
ought to or want to, not because
they need to.
We should not expect Singapo-
reans and non-citizens living here
to have the same level of commit-
ment to Singapore. Indeed, there
is no country in the world where
citizens and non-citizens living to-
gether are expected to have
shared commitment to the coun-
try.
But it is different when a for-
eigner takes up citizenship. Then,
he can be said to have taken the
plunge and he is expected to go
beyond an instrumental commit-
ment to embrace a normative com-
mitment, with a sense of moral
obligation and duty of what a citi-
zen ought to do.
And hopefully, over time, his
emotional commitment will deep-
en as he further develops positive
personal experiences and attach-
ments.
For the nation as a whole –
whether local-born Singaporeans,
new citizens, permanent resi-
dents, or non-resident foreigners
living or working here – the key
to fostering a more cohesive socie-
ty is to go beyond instrumental
commitment, to strengthen nor-
mative and emotional commit-
ment. The approaches may need
to be adapted for different
groups, but underlying them are
some basic principles:
 Focus on both economic and so-
cial progress.
 Treat all groups fairly and with
respect.
 Be trustworthy and enhance
trust perceptions.
 Develop quality interpersonal
relationships.
 Build strong communities.
Then, commitment should fol-
low.
stopinion@sph.com.sg
The writer is director of the Behavioural
Sciences Institute, Lee Kuan Yew Fellow
and Professor of Psychology at the
Singapore Management University.
F
OR the second year running, the annu-
al Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore,
a gathering of defence chiefs, was
overwhelmed by South China Sea is-
sues. This time, the focus was on the
actions of several claimants, notably
China, to reclaim vast areas of land
and thus change the status quo to
their advantage. The United States,
not a party to the dispute but increas-
ingly involved nevertheless, says Chi-
na has added more than 810ha. This
is several times the combined reclama-
tion conducted by Vietnam, the Phil-
ippines, Malaysia and Taiwan, which,
along with Brunei, lay claim to is-
lands, reefs and other features in the
area. Making things worse, Beijing al-
so claims most of the South China
Sea, but declines to clarify precisely
where that claim extends.
Fears that it next may declare an
Air Defence Identification Zone in the
area – an option it will not rule out –
spread worry about unfettered access
to what is arguably the world’s most
important shipping route. With the
US asserting its strategic rebalance to
Asia and some countries in the region
lining up to ink significant security
agreements with it and Japan, the
optics look increasingly dismal. Along-
side the unwelcome prospect of Asia
hosting the next Cold War is the real
threat of clashes at sea, accidental or
otherwise.
No South-east Asian nation grudg-
es China its weighty role in the
world. China’s increasing prosperity
has offered a rising tide for the
region’s boats to be lifted.
While it fought wars in the 1950s
(Korea), 1960s (India) and 1970s (Viet-
nam), it has not been in a major con-
flict since 1979. These factors com-
mend it to be regarded as a benign
power. Yet, thanks to its actions
since 2009, when it began asserting
claims to vast stretches of ocean
based on history rather than law, tied
those claims to domestic nationalism
and began elbowing aside smaller na-
tions like the Philippines and Viet-
nam, China has sometimes come
across as an insecure, even danger-
ous, power. The cost, as Prime Minis-
ter Lee Hsien Loong said, could be
soured ties with South-east Asia.
The solutions stare everyone in the
face. An immediate halt to reclama-
tion by all concerned would top the
list. Beijing also has to show sincere
commitment to signing a binding
Code of Conduct with Asean on the
South China Sea. Meanwhile, sticking
to the spirit and letter of the 2002
Declaration of Conduct of Parties
would provide some proof of its good
intentions. Dropping its unwilling-
ness to have its claims tested against
international law would, of course, be
the biggest step forward of all. When
it comes to issues over territory, sub-
merged or otherwise, it is not unwise
to also consider the moral high
ground.
Let’s talk about commitment
Commitment can be instrumental, normative or emotional. Fostering the right kind anchors
people to the nation, with no inclination to leave when the going gets tough.
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